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Forest fires in Central America contributed to the conflagrations in Mexico that sent smoke as far
north as Missouri (see SourceMex, 05/13/98). They also contributed to a new round of criticism by
environmentalists who blame governments for doing too little to save forests.
El Salvador's National Emergency Committee (COEN) proclaimed a state of "red alert" throughout
the country for the first time in history. During the past five months, the government has counted
1,199 forest fires. Smoke invading Guatemala City created hazardous driving conditions and may
have contributed to a small-plane crash May 16 at Guatemala's Santa Elena airport.
All four of Honduras' international airports have closed intermittently, and flights were interrupted
in Guatemala City, Managua, and San Salvador because of poor visibility. Adding to the problem
was the spewing of volcanic ash from an eruption of Pacaya volcano 20 km south of Guatemala City.
In mid-May, authorities declared a public-health alert in Guatemala's northern Peten department
caused by the layer of smoke from fires raging over 65,000 hectares of forest reserve. Authorities
in each country have blamed drought conditions and unusually high temperatures caused by the
weather phenomenon El Nino for many of the fires raging since February.
The fires have also prompted environmentalists and physicians in the region to blame their
governments for doing too little to prevent the fires or to put them out. Guatemala's National
Forestry Institute announced the creation of a special prosecutor to investigate crimes against the
environment, but Congress has not enacted any tough new laws to protect forests. "The government
is skimping and making very little effort," said Oscar Nunez, director of Guatemala's Nature
Defense Foundation. He told Reuters news agency that the National Forestry Institute convinced
the government to buy an airborne water bag to douse fires, but the military refused to loan its
helicopters to put the device into use.
Nunez said the Guatemalan government should educate farmers about the dangers of slash-andburn agriculture techniques and provide incentives to plant a type of sugar cane that does not need
to be burned. "The sugar harvest is the worst the amount of smoke is incredible," said physician
Juan Manuel Rodriguez. "But the sugar producers are powerful and the government hasn't put
much pressure on them." Rodriguez noted that, after several weeks of forest fires, the government
had not issued any health alerts.
But El Nino is not to blame for the deterioration of forest cover that takes place year after year. In
Honduras, the Corporation of Forest Development reported that human-made fires are the primary
cause of hundreds of forest fires that annually consume up to 100,000 ha. Firefighters in Honduras
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also reported insufficient resources to combat some 1,500 forest fires that have destroyed 600 sq
km of forest this year. "This situation is going to cause an avalanche of people with respiratory and
health problems that could completely bankrupt the state health system," said Marco Sosa, chair of
the Honduran National Assembly's public health committee.

Government of Nicaragua says it is "defenseless"
In Nicaragua, the government said it was "defenseless" against the record 8,500 forest fires reported
last month in vast areas of the country. Environment Minister Leonel Wheelock said by mid-May
the number was down to 1,300, but the thick layer of smoke prompted the Health Ministry to
consider asking the administration to decree an environmental emergency. Even without the fires,
Nicaragua, like other isthmian countries, is methodically eliminating its forest cover. If the country
continues to destroy trees at the current rate, there will not be any in 20 years, said president of the
Forest Chamber Oscar Tellez.
Some 150,000 ha of woodlands are destroyed each year in Nicaragua by commercial timber-cutting,
the advancing agricultural frontier, slash-and-burn farming, and forest fires. Ecologist Jaime Incer
Barquero, former minister of natural resources, said deforestation has dried up 200 rivers and
contributed to the erosion of 3 million tons of topsoil. When a state of emergency was declared in the
northern department of Matagalpa recently because of severe drought, El Nino could not be blamed
entirely because deforestation in that area has been underway for decades.
Tellez said the timber industry is largely unregulated. The National Assembly has failed to pass a
forest-protection law proposed by its environment committee with support from all environmental
groups. The law would provide tax incentives to encourage owners of timberlands to preserve them.
El Salvador wants a strategic environmental alliance with US El Salvador's Environment Minister
Miguel Araujo called for a "strategic alliance" with the US on environmental protection and support
for preservation of the biological corridor running from Guatemala to Panama.
Leading a delegation to Washington, DC, in May seeking funds for organic-coffee growers, Araujo
noted that the haze drifting over the southern US from Central American forest fires shows the
interconnection among all ecosystems. "We want to work together for the protection of ecosystems,"
he told a press conference. Asked about proposals to set obligatory goals in reducing gas emissions
that contribute to global warming, he said El Salvador would not support proposals "that involve
legal commitments that restrict [economic] development. [Sources: La Prensa (Nicaragua), 11/19/97;
Prensa Libre (Guatemala), 04/23/98; Notimex, 05/03/98, 05/15/98; Reuters, 05/13/98, 05/15/98; CNN,
05/16/98; Spanish news service EFE, 05/06/98, 05/19/98]
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